However, perusing the papers of May Alcott Nieriker allowed me to discover that she is a formidable figure in her own right who deserves to be at the centre of a separate research project that is not focused on the merits and achievements of her elder sister. This article will provide a character sketch of May, whose significance as a female artist has thus far been overlooked. I reflect on the influence of her mother; her abolitionist activity within the classroom and the impact this had on Louisa May Alcott One difficulty [standing in the way] of absolutely free art-study by women our author alludes to more than once -apparently with astonishment that it should exist: 'It was found to me an impossibility that women should paint from the living nude models of both sexes, side by side with Frenchmen. This is a sad conclusion to arrive at.' Substitute young men for Frenchmen, and inevitable for "sad", and we should agree with Mrs. Nieriker. The attempt has not the excuse of necessity to justify partly its indecency.
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In enrolling herself in the private atelier of Master Krug, May was one of a small circle of women to pay for professional art instruction at a time when the state-supported École des Beaux-Arts -the most prestigious art school in the world -denied women entry, while the private schools charged them higher fees for receiving the same instruction as men, simultaneously barring them from painting the male nude. However, my pleasure in discovering that this vivid fictional event was actually based on fact is not to be underestimated, for it reveals the inspiration that the very real figure of May provided for her more famous sister. Moreover, it affirms the authenticity of a more independent personality than the character For her part, Abigail Alcott dedicated her final journal to May, and the vast majority of its entries concern her youngest daughter. Abigail was a remarkable mother for the period, in that she was determined that all of her daughters should have 'trades' and, despite her declining health, she was fully supportive of May's studies abroad, writing that 'I hope this absence will mature and develop the best traits of her character…and confirm…her conviction that her talent for painting needs these farther instructions to establish her claim as an artist'. 28 The connection between mother and daughter was so great that at the time of Abigail's death, May experienced a psychic intuition of her passing. Yet, despite her pride in her independence, May was regretful that her artistic ambitions had obstructed her opportunities to marry. Nonetheless, she was determined neither to settle for a man she did not care for, nor sacrifice her artistic career. At the age of thirty-seven, she informed her mother that it was probably too late for her to meet someone:
As to any beaux […] I see not the slightest prospect of anything but a dead grind at art as I have wasted too much time already in flirting with men who don't marry and it's too late now for me to expect anybody to fall in love with me. But I think I get a better kind of satisfaction from my painting…unless I found just the right companion and there is no hope of that.
32
May's whirlwind romance with the Swiss Banker, Ernest Nieriker, who was sixteen years her junior, therefore comes as a wonderful surprise to the reader of her correspondence -especially as it occurred during a period of overwhelming grief for her mother. Ernest was living in the same London boardinghouse as May, and used his violin as means of comforting her in the midst of her sorrow. unnamed musician, until, to her horror, she discovers 'the great angora cat of the house' dragging the owl 'through the mud and mire of London streets'. 36 The gentleman in question acts as a knight in shining armour and 'a skilful leap' into the mud, restores the 'much mutilated and bespattered' owl into her arms. 37 The narrator writes that, 'it all ended in my owl giving me…not only a lover, but a husband'.
38
The reader cannot be certain that the event actually happened, but the autobiographical nature of the novella, coupled with the fact that May, who owned a stuffed owl, met Ernest -a Swiss violinist -in a London boarding-house, renders it distinctly possible. enjoyment of domestic life might disappoint contemporary scholars, it is important to remember that her decision to marry was not a means of conforming to social pressures, but rather an affirmation of her personal desires. The aforementioned letter to her mother where she claims that she would get 'a better kind of satisfaction from [her] painting' unless she found 'just the right companion', suggests that if she had never found a man who understood her and supported her art, she would never have married -and at the age of thirty-eight in the late 1870s, her marital prospects were not good. 46 Indeed, May's death certificate amusingly reveals that she lied about her age to her husband, for it claims that she was thirtytwo at the time of her death, while her birth certificate exposes the fact that she was actually thirty-nine. May's delivery was remarkably successful for a woman of thirty-nine living in the late nineteenth-century.
Ernest wrote home to the Alcott family that the doctor had 'never had an easier case', and at first May was happy and strong -fully able to provide milk for their daughter. 53 However, a few days after May's labour, Sophie Nieriker wrote that she had developed 'brain-disease'. 54 Unable to produce milk, May became pale and began to lose her appetite, until she finally lapsed into a coma, which eventually 'became eternal'. 55 Ernest speculated that May's illness had developed before her labour: 'the terrible disease had been coming on slowly […] and we now recall that she sometimes complained of a little pain in the back of her neck.'
56
In reality, May's symptoms are consistent with meningitis: the diagnosis provided by Stern. The
World Health Organisation defines maternal mortality as occurring up to forty-two days after childbirth, and May's death falls just outside this allotted period at fifty-one days -so it is not inconceivable that Ernest was correct in suspecting a prior medical condition. Nonetheless, while protracted in its onset, the development of meningitis occurs over a period of hours or days, and May's symptoms are consistent with few other medical conditions, with the possible exception of a brain tumour. The diagnosis provided by May's doctor was that of 'brain-disease', an accepted illness of the period that is no longer recognised by modern medicine. At a time when the cause of the spread of disease was unknown, many medics speculated that fevers were passed through the air and attached themselves to one of the bodily organs, such as the brain. It was generally accepted that 'brain fever', also known as 'brain disease', was often triggered by an emotionally traumatic event, and was extremely long in its duration. While it is now 52 Matteson, p. 393; Ticknor, p. 294; Harriet Reisen, The Woman Behind Little Women (New York: Picador, 2009) May Alcott Nieriker was a fiercely independent and self-sufficient woman who was unafraid of following her dreams at a time when few women had the opportunity to do so. She was a gifted and accomplished artist who loved with passion and intensity; who spoke out against racial prejudice, and who wrote with a compelling wit that displayed her infectious love of life. Through the archives, she is able to live on for posterity, just as she lived on in the memory of her husband. A full-length biography of this remarkable woman is surely long overdue and I hope that this research might prove to be the foundation of such a project.
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